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Touched By The Parashah 

By: Rabbi Yechiel Spero 

 

Tetzaveh  תצוה 

What Does It Take to Be a Leader? 

What does it take to be a leader? 

This question will elicit many different 
responses, depending on whom you ask. But 
most will suggest charisma,  
talent, and strong oratory skills. However, a 
Jewish leader must possess different qualities. 

In Parashas Tetzaveh, we will discover the 
secrets to Jewish leadership. The Abarbanel 
notes that the names of the shevatim were 
engraved on the avnei shoham and were placed on the shoulders 
of the Eifod (28:9). This symbolizes Aharon’s constant awareness 
of Klal Yisrael’s struggles; he carried their burden on his 

shoulders at all times. The Kohen Gadol must always be aware of 
the Yidden’s tzaros and daven for them. 

~ 

One time, the Belzer Rebbe, Rav Aharon Rokeach, had to 

see a doctor for a serious medical issue. The doctor examined 
the Rebbe and noticed that the Rebbe’s thoughts were 
elsewhere; he seemed preoccupied and concerned about his 

illness. The doctor reassured the Rebbe that 
everything would be all right. But the Rebbe’s 
expression didn’t change. So the doctor asked 
the Rebbe what he was worried about. 

“Gitz oif Yidden — I’m just thinking that 
everything should be good for all Jews.” 

~ 

Rav Yaakov Dovid of Amshinov once 

remarked to the Alexander Rebbe, “There are 
three things a person must know before he 
becomes a Rebbe to Chassidim: 

(1)  When you sit at the head of the table, 
you should feel as though you are sitting on a 

bed of sharp needles. 
(2) Before you read a kvittel, you should already know 

what is written on it. 
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(3) The tzaros you listen to should feel as if they’re your 
very own tzaros.” 

Yes, a true sign of leadership is when one feels 
another’s pain as if it were his own. 

Rav Klonimus Kalman of Piaseczna, the Eish Kodesh, was 

one such individual. He worked tirelessly to save Jewish boys 
from being inducted into the Polish army. He did not rest until 
he had done everything within his power to free them. One 
time, after he had worked for weeks to save one young soldier, 
he was asked why he had gone to such great lengths, as he had 
literally risked his life to help the fellow. 

Rav Klonimus Kalman responded, “A Rebbe must be 
prepared to go to the depths of Gehinnom to save another 
Yiddishe neshamah.” 

And, in fact, in the words of Rav Dovid of Chortkov, that is 
precisely what Rav Moshe Leib of Sassov did. 

After Rav Moshe Leib passed away, the Heavenly Court 
determined that he was worthy of entry into Gan Eden. But 
shockingly, Rav Moshe Leib refused to go just yet, insisting 
that he be allowed to bring along those to whom he had 
promised that he would redeem their souls from Gehinnom. 
And if he would not be permitted to bring those neshamos, then 
he was prepared to join them in Gehinnom. Rav Moshe Leib 
insisted that since he had redeemed countless imprisoned 
soldiers throughout his lifetime, he should be allowed to 
continue his work even now. 

This caused a tumult within the Heavenly Court. After all, 
there were tens of thousands of Jewish neshamos that needed to 
be redeemed. After much deliberation, the life work of Rav 
Moshe Leib was closely examined to see if he had followed 
through every time the mitzvah of pidyon shevuyim presented 
itself. After careful scrutiny of countless incidents, it was 
decided that Rav Moshe Leib should be allowed to continue his 
work; he had never given up on any Jewish prisoner, and he 
would not need to stop his work now. 

~ 

Once, Rav Yisrael Baal Shem Tov arrived in a city on Erev 

Shabbos and spent the night in the shul. That Leil Shabbos, he 
recited Tehillim with some shul members until nearly midnight. 
A sense of seriousness and concern filled the air. Aware of the 
Baal Shem’s greatness, they wanted to bask in his presence, but 
he instructed them to go to their homes and eat the Shabbos 
seudah, while the Baal Shem ate in the shul. After they 
finished their meal, they returned to the shul and spent the 
night reciting Tehillim with the Baal Shem, as the worry 
mounted. 

The next morning, after Shacharis and Mussaf, the Baal 
Shem’s solemn mood changed as he readily accepted an 
invitation to eat the Shabbos seudah in one of their homes. 
During the seudah, a non-Jew entered the home where the Baal 
Shem was eating, and he asked for a shot of whiskey as he 
began to recount an amazing story. 
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“Last night, the poritz of the town gathered all the area’s 
non-Jews. He handed them weapons and instructed them to 
wreak havoc on the Jews of the town and ruthlessly murder 
anyone who tried to stop them. The poritz told them they 
should wait for a signal, yet the hoodlums waited for a sign that 
never came. 

“Providentially, as the poritz was about to sound the alarm, 
a prestigious officer, known to be a Jew-lover, came to visit 
him and spent the night in the poritz’s palace. The poritz then 
sent word to the rabble to disperse and abandon their mission.” 

The non-Jew took another swig of whiskey, satisfied that 
he had shared a remarkable story. But those sitting around the 
table realized that the Baal Shem was aware of everything the 
man had just told them. Searching for more of an explanation, 
they turned to the Baal Shem, who shared the details that 
weren’t well-known. 

“The poritz possesses a large amount of grain. But since he 
was already quite wealthy, he grew lazy and allowed the grain 
to sit around, thus causing it to rot. Unable to sell rotten grain, 
the poritz grew agitated and searched for answers. One of the 
poritz’s anti-Semitic friends riled up the poritz and suggested 
that the Jews were the ones to blame for the grain not being 
sold and the subsequent loss of income. 

“But then, the Ribbono Shel Olam sent the poritz’s 
childhood friend, whom he had not seen for many years, to 
visit the poritz. During their dinner, the poritz complained 
about his financial crisis and blamed it on the Jews, but the 
officer informed the poritz that he does a lot of business with 
the Jews, and he’s always found them to be honest and 
trustworthy. 

“The poritz heard his friend vouch for the Jews and decided 
that there was no need for the pogrom.” 

When Rav Avraham Yaakov of Sadigur told this story to his 
brother, Rav Mordechai Shraga of Husyatin, his brother asked 
him, “Why did the Baal Shem need to travel to the city to help 
bring about the yeshuah? Couldn’t he have done the same 
thing without traveling to the city?” 

Someone had asked this question to the Baal Shem, and he 
had responded, “I figured, if I will be successful in helping to 
bring about the yeshuah, then that would be wonderful, but if, 
chas veshalom, my efforts would be unsuccessful, then I wanted 
to be together with the Yidden and suffer their fate along with 
them.” 

~ 

Moshe Rabbeinu was the quintessential Jewish leader. After 

the Jews sinned with the Golden Calf, his cry of “Mecheini na 
mi’sifrecha — Erase me now from Your book” (32:32), which 
caused his name to be omitted from Parashas Tetzaveh, stands as 
the hallmark for a leader’s commitment to his people. Later on, as 
we see from the pasuk (Bamidbar 27:17), “Ve’lo siheyeh adas 
Hashem ka’tzon asher ein lahem ro’eh — And let the assembly of 
Hashem not be like sheep that have no shepherd,” although he 
knew that he was about to die, he requested that Hashem find a 
replacement so the Yidden would not be left without a leader. 

The Ksav Sofer expounds further on this verse. A shepherd 
who guards his flock does not do so because he loves his sheep. 
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Rather, he wants to protect his sheep so that he can accumulate 
more wealth. If he were to encounter danger during his watch, he 
would run away and leave the sheep to die. But a manhig Yisrael, 
Jewish leader, watches his flock because he loves them, and he is 
willing to do anything to protect them and save them. Thus, 
according to the pasuk, the assembly of Hashem is not like sheep, 
whose shepherd is not really there for them. 

~ 

In the era between the two world wars, Rav Chaim Ozer 

Grodzinski was the undisputed leader of the Torah world. 
Problems from across the globe arrived at his doorstep; 
thousands came to seek his advice. Rav Chaim Ozer was a 
brilliant man, and he was able to deal with the myriad of 
questions. 

He was needed all year long, but even more during the 
months of Elul and Tishrei, when hundreds would request his 
advice as they looked for ways to better themselves, aside from 
the technical details a rav needs to attend to during these 
months. Toward the end of his life, however, there was one 
year when he was unable to be in Vilna during the months of 
Elul and Tishrei. The doctors insisted that he remain in a 
vacation city called Marienbad. They explained that if the rav 
wanted to get better, he needed to take his time in doing so. 
Rushing back would only prolong his weakness and disable 
him further. Rav Chaim Ozer knew very well that just as one 

must guard one’s spiritual health, there is also a commandment 
to guard one’s physical health, as well. 

Thus, the rav was willing to accept the obvious 
Providential interference, and he prepared to recite the special 
prayers in Marienbad; Vilna would have to wait. Selichos came 
and went and Rosh Hashanah was fast approaching. The city of 
Vilna had no shepherd to lead them, since their leader was in a 
small synagogue in Marienbad through the days of Rosh 
Hashanah and the Ten Days of Repentance. Even so, the rav’s 
doctors still advised that he remain in Marienbad. Then, when 
Rav Chaim Ozer heard that the other rabbanim in Vilna were 
managing without him, he became dejected; perhaps he was no 
longer needed there. 

During the Aseres Yemei Teshuvah, a modern-looking Jew 
appeared in Marienbad. The leader of the Torah world 
approached this bareheaded Jew and asked him who he was 
and why he was there, since most Jews were home with their 
families at this time of year, and new visitors generally did not 
appear at Marienbad during Aseres Yemei Teshuvah. Although 
the young man had no idea who this rabbi was, it was apparent 
that the rabbi was a well-meaning individual, who seemed 
genuinely concerned to know why the man was in Marienbad. 
The man began to tell his tale, one that would reveal why Rav 
Chaim was in Marienbad during the Ten Days of Repentance. 

“I was born in a small town in Poland, to poor, sickly 
parents. As I grew older, I became disgusted with my way of 
life, since I was jealous of the rich people I was acquainted 
with. I decided to travel to America, the land of opportunity, to 
try to make a living there. I hired myself out to a captain of the 
ship that was traveling to America, in exchange for a free trip 
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to the golden country. Upon arrival, I sought out different 
opportunities and businesses, and before long, I had climbed 
the ladder of success. 

“One day, I received a letter from my brother. He told me 
that his financial situation was desperate, and he needed my 
help. I agreed to send him a monthly stipend to help him and 
his large family make ends meet. Month after month, my 
brother received his check and he expressed his appreciation 
and gratitude. 

“After some time, I received a letter from my brother, in 
which he wrote that he had been diagnosed with a life-
threatening illness, one which would weaken him and hurt his 
financial situation even further. Since he was so desperate, he 
begged me for even more money. I reassured him that it was 
my pleasure and my honor to help out, since I loved my family 
and missed them throughout my stay in America. In a way, 
supporting my brother and his family reconnected me to them. 

“And then, I received a terrible letter, in which I was 
informed of the passing of my brother. It was written by my 
sister-in-law, who cried out her heart to me, pleading and 
begging for further help. My heart was broken in two, and I 
reassured my sister-in-law that I would never abandon her or 
my nephews and nieces in their time of need. 

“After months of correspondence, it occurred to me that 
since I was still single, and my sister-in-law, who was now a 
widow, seemed like a fine woman, perhaps I should marry her. 
In the next letter, I suggested to her that instead of sending 
money to her, perhaps it would be better if the two of us 
married. My sister-in-law warmed to the idea, and 
recommended that I travel to Poland to meet her in person. 

“I prepared for my journey from America, and booked a 
first-class ticket to Poland. However, on the ship, I began to 
feel sick and queasy, since I was not used to traveling. I began 
to wonder whether it was best to meet her in my sickly state. 
What type of impression would it make if the man she was 
marrying as a widow was a fellow who did not look or act 
healthy? And so, I decided to stop in Marienbad, a place that is 
well-known for its healing properties.” 

The Torah giant looked at his bareheaded friend in shock 
and horror. Clearly, the man did not realize that what he was 
about to do — marry his sister-in-law — was an explicit 
transgression in the Torah. 

“You are making a terrible mistake,” he said. “You can’t 
marry your sister-in-law, your brother’s wife. [However, a man 
is permitted to marry his wife’s sister, if his wife is no longer 
alive.] It is explicitly forbidden in the Torah, except in a case of 
yibum, which would not apply here since your brother left 
children.” 

Although Rav Chaim Ozer was sincere in his request, the 
man simply dismissed what he thought of as a ludicrous plea. 
“Who says so?” he cried out. 

Again, Rav Chaim Ozer told him that the Torah prohibits 
such behavior, with severe consequences. “In fact, on Yom 
Kippur, during the afternoon services, we read from the Torah 
about the prohibition of marrying one’s brother’s wife [Vayikra 
18:16]. Tomorrow is Yom Kippur. Come to shul in the 
afternoon and hear the prohibition for yourself.” 

But the man still refused to believe that this was indeed the 
law, and insisted that the Torah is written in a language he 
doesn’t understand. When Rav Chaim Ozer offered to translate 
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for him, he claimed that perhaps Rav Chaim Ozer would trick 
him and translate the words for his own benefit. 

Finally, after trying different tactics, Rav Chaim asked the 
younger man what it would take to convince him that indeed it 
is forbidden by Torah law to marry his brother’s wife, and that 
he is about to make the greatest mistake of his life. If he 
doesn’t trust him, then which rabbi in the world would he find 
trustworthy? 

The man thought a bit and said, “There is one man in the 
entire Poland, a genius, someone who everyone turns to for all 
of their spiritual problems. His name is Grodzinski. The only 
way I will agree not to marry my sister-in-law is if this Rabbi 
Grodzinski appears and tells me so. I will only trust his 
interpretation of the foreign words of the Torah.” 

Now the whole situation was clear to Rav Chaim; he 
understood why he had to remain in Marienbad for the holiest 
days of the year. Certain that he was about to end the 
conversation with this declaration, the rav turned to his friend 
and declared, “I AM RAV CHAIM OZER GRODZINSKI! 
And I am telling you that the Torah strictly prohibits one from 
marrying his brother’s wife. Look at how G-d is looking after 
you, to make sure you don’t transgress, and that you return to 
Him. He even brought you to the one rabbi you said you would 
listen to, in this distant city of Marienbad.” 

Remarkably, though, the man was still not convinced, 
“Who says that you’re this rabbi? How am I supposed to 
believe that? Why would Rav Chaim Ozer be in Marienbad 
now, and not in Vilna, where he belongs during these days?” 

Rav Chaim Ozer called over his shammas, who had not 
heard the conversation, and asked him, “Who am I?” Although 

the shammas was confused, he answered, “You are Rav Chaim 
Ozer, the rav of Vilna!” But the man was convinced that two of 
them were in a conspiracy, and remained unconvinced. 

However, after they stopped and asked all the passersby to 
confirm the identity of Rav Grodzinski, the man was finally 
convinced. He accepted the psak of Rav Chaim Ozer, and did 
complete teshuvah. After Yom Kippur, he returned to America 
and notified his sister-in-law that they were not permitted to 
marry. 

Now it was clear to Rav Chaim Ozer why he had been 
delayed in Marienbad all this time — in order to bring back 
one soul to his Creator! 

And that was where the shepherd was needed. 

~ 

In the tefillah of Geshem, which is said on Shemini Atzeres, we 

say, “Al hasela hach, vayeitzu mayim — He struck the rock and 
out came water.” Why do we mention Moshe Rabbeinu’s sin at 
Mei Merivah, as we are trying to accumulate merits so that 
Hashem will bless us with rain? 

Rav Yitzchak of Vorki explains that Moshe Rabbeinu was 
worried that if he would speak to the rock and the rock would 
yield water, it would reflect on the Jewish people in a negative 
way. If a rock — that doesn’t speak and doesn’t hear and doesn’t 
need  
parnassah from Hashem — follows the Word of Hashem, how 
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much more so should Bnei Yisrael — who speak and hear and 
depend on Hashem for parnassah — keep His Word. 
Nevertheless, they don’t always keep His mitzvos. Therefore, so 
that his nation would not be viewed in an unfavorable way, 
Moshe hit the rock; then the water would come out because the 
rock had been hit, and not because it had been commanded. This 
was the ultimate act of selflessness and a memorable display of 
leadership. This is the merit we recall as we recite the tefillah of 
Geshem. 

A similar characteristic may be found in Moshe’s heir 
apparent, Yehoshua. The Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 22:6) 
reveals that Yehoshua was supposed to live 120 years, like 
Moshe. However, ten years of his life were taken from him, and 
he died at the age of 110 (Yehoshua 24:29). The Midrash explains 
that when the Al-mighty commanded Moshe to take revenge on 
the Midyanim (Bamidbar 31:2), even though he was informed 
that he would die afterward, he acted with zerizus, alacrity. But 
when Yehoshua went to wage war, he rationalized, “If I kill them 
immediately, then I will die sooner.” Instead, he procrastinated 
and stretched out the war for “yamim rabim — a long time” 
(Yehoshua 11:18). As a consequence of his actions, ten years were 
taken from his life. 

How could Yehoshua have acted in this manner? Why didn’t 
he follow Moshe’s lead, and complete the battle immediately? 
The Chasam Sofer answers that the generation of Moshe did not 
want to go to war. They were a dor zakai, meritorious generation, 
and knowing that Moshe’s death was dependent on this war, they 
did not want to act quickly. But in spite of that, they did, and were 
rewarded for doing so. But the people of Yehoshua’s generation, 
who acted lazily in eulogizing him properly (Shabbos 105b), were 

not as worried about Yehoshua’s death. And Yehoshua was  
worried that if he would hurry to go to war, they would hurry as 
well, and it would reflect badly upon them, since they were not 
concerned with their leader’s death. Thus, his nation would be 
held accountable for their lack of kavod for their leader. 

Instead, Yehoshua chose to have the onus on him. He delayed 
going to war, since he preferred to be the “sinner.” Even though 
he was aware of the possible repercussions for his behavior, he 
opted to risk dying early in order to protect Klal Yisrael. 

~ 
Rav Yisrael Salanter’s influence on the Torah world 
is monumental. His mussar movement transformed 
the world of Lithuanian Jewry by introducing it to 
the concept of working on character refinement. It 
taught individuals how to improve, both in their 
relationship with the Al-mighty and with their fellow 
men. At first, Rav Yisrael encountered great 
opposition, since many felt that yeshivah bachurim 
would automatically be refined as a result of 
learning Gemara. But eventually, Rav Yisrael’s 
movement took hold and transformed the yeshivah 
world’s approach to tikkun hamiddos, character 
improvement. 

Rav Yisrael was not just one to preach; he 
practiced what he advocated. He was careful about 
his every action. 
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The city of Kovno was known as one of the great Torah 

centers of Europe, a city that produced many Torah 
personalities. Yet somehow the people of the city overlooked 
one critical component of a Torah city; the hekdesh, hostel, 
where the beggars slept was unkempt and unfit for such a great 
city. The rooms were musty and dirty, the windows were 
broken and allowed the bitter winds to whistle through, the 
lights were nonexistent, and the flimsy, bug-infested mattresses 
were very poor excuses for beds. 

Kovno was not a rich city by any stretch of the imagination. 
Nevertheless, when word got out that the city’s hekdesh was in 
need of serious renovations, Rav Yisrael expected a suitable 
response to the appeal, but it did not happen. None of the major 
repairs were done. Rav Yisrael felt that people did not care 
enough, and he decided that he was going to do something 
about it. 

He did not approach the rabbanim and demand that they 
speak about it in their shuls on Shabbos, nor did he call in some 
of the prominent baalebatim of the city and demand that they 
renovate the hekdesh. Instead, he himself went there. The 
talmidim who escorted him were shocked that a person of his 
stature would want to spend time in that decrepit place, but Rav 
Yisrael walked in with determination and sat down on the 
floor. 

The poor people in the room were surprised that Rav 
Yisrael had come to visit. They assumed that he would greet 
them and leave, but he did not. As he sat on the floor, he 
opened his sefarim and began to learn. After a few moments, it 
began to rain and the cold drops dripped in through the roof. 

Rav Yisrael’s talmidim encouraged him to leave, but he 
refused. Before long, there was no place to sit that was not wet. 
A few hours passed; the fact that Rav Yisrael had not left the 
hekdesh became headline news in Kovno. 

Pretty soon, a small crowd formed outside the hekdesh, 
trying to convince Rav Yisrael to leave the dilapidated 
building. As it became dark, the rain continued. But although it 
was freezing cold, Rav Yisrael remained. Finally, some of the 
more prominent members of the city, a group of rabbanim, 
asked what it would take for him to leave. Rav Yisrael’s 
response resonated in the neshamos of those who were present. 
“I am not leaving this place until it is repaired to a point where 
any one of us would feel comfortable in it. If we truly felt the 
pain of another Yid, we would never have let things get this 
bad.” 

Within a few hours, the repairs began and Rav Yisrael 
finally left. In a matter of days, the hekdesh was in excellent 
condition. 

~ 

Upon hearing this story, I was reminded of an incisive vort 

from Rav Yeruchem Levovitz regarding the concept of being 
nosei be’ol im chaveiro — carrying a burden along with a friend. 
Often we hear about someone who is sick or who needs a 
yeshuah, and we daven for him or her with emotion and fervor. 
But is there anything more that we can do? Can we somehow 
make our tefillos even more effective? Rav Yeruchem, in Daas 
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Chochmah U’Mussar, shares a penetrating insight with us, one 
that can actually help us alleviate the pain and suffering of our 
brethren. 

He explains that if one owes a thousand dollars, that debt can 
be repaid by anyone. The lender does not need to receive the 
money solely from the borrower. So too, when the Al-mighty 
executes judgment on an individual, we can be nosei be’ol im 
chaveiro — we can feel the other’s pain and thereby alleviate 
some of the person’s suffering. 

But we must feel it. 

It is not enough to pay lip service. We cannot stand 
by and watch others suffer without really doing 
something about it. We have become desensitized to 
the horrible pain and suffering that surrounds us. We 
cannot sit around the breakfast table and hear of a 
suicide bombing and give a krechtz that is followed 
by, “Can you pass the butter when you are finished 
with it?” 

 

~ 

Let us add one additional point. 

We are not only referring to gedolei hador, Roshei Yeshivah, and 
Rebbes. Even laymen, who work for the betterment of the Jewish 
people, must constantly carry this awareness with them. 

~ 

Dayan Tzadok Shmuel Suchard of South Africa once shared 

with me that when he was a young man learning in Telz 
Yeshivah in Cleveland, Ohio, Rav Shamshon Raphael Weiss 
took him and a number of other boys to be menachem avel a 
young woman who had just lost her husband, who had been a 
prominent builder of Torah. As they reached the house, Rav 
Weiss turned to the boys and told them, “There are a number of 
people who are sensitive enough to feel yenem’s pain and cry 
with them. But there are very few who are tzufriden enough to 
feel yenem’s joy and laugh with them. And the niftar was one 
of those special individuals.” 

I was quite moved by this small vignette, as the niftar 
was Herbert I. (Chaim Isaac) Spero, my grandfather. 
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